It is generally accepted that medicine, in both the past and present, is a social phenomenon. Since the 1960s, historians have analysed how medical theories are influenced by ideas from other intellectual disciplines and how practices are affected by political decisions regarding funding, social decisions about what groups are most "deserving" of care, and by public attitudes to medical practitioners. The social approach to the history of medicine opens up the possibility of writing national histories of medicine, showing how medicine is influenced by the particular social, political and cultural environment within a specific country. In recent years, many historians have made international comparisons in order to unpick the political, economic and geographical influences on medicine.

Few, however, have attempted to write a national history of medicine. Helen Dingwall\'s study of Scottish medicine is therefore a bold venture. Dingwall discusses the problems raised when trying to write national histories. There is the central issue of national identity: when did Scotland cease to be a collection of fiefdoms and emerge as a nation state? Did government from London mean that Scotland ceased to be a separate nation from the nineteenth century? For the medical historian there is another fundamental question: whether to grapple with Scottish medicine---identifying the sources of distinctively *Scottish* medical ideas, practices and institutions---or to analyse medicine *in Scotland* and the factors that shaped the course of its history within those geographical limits. Given the need to square this question with the fundamental objective of this book---to provide university students and general readers with a basic introduction to the history of medicine---not surprisingly, Dingwall has chosen the latter option and (despite the book\'s title) has produced a history of medicine in Scotland. As the subtitle suggests, this is a book which explores the factors which have given a distinctive contour to past medicine.

The scope of the book is impressive---exploring medicine from the Dark Ages to the present day. Chapters on the history of medicine are interleaved with chapters on broader historical developments---religious, social, political and economic. The medical chapters dwell on the well-accepted major events in Scottish medical history: the emergence of the guilds and colleges in the seventeenth century, the ideas and teaching circulating in eighteenth-century Edinburgh, the public health problems and medical advances of the nineteenth century. *A history of Scottish medicine* is therefore similar in its coverage to David Hamilton\'s earlier history of medicine in Scotland, *The healers*, published in 1981. However, Dingwall makes good use of more recent scholarship, and the text and chapter bibliographies highlight some of the most interesting work produced over the last few years.

There are some problems with the work. Our relative ignorance of medicine in pre-medieval times hampers the flow of the early chapters. Dingwall is at her best when writing about the seventeenth century, her particular period of expertise. (All the more remarkable since few historians write simply and lucidly when they are only too aware of the complexity of the issues they describe.) In this chapter, she feels free to make more comparisons with developments elsewhere---thus the reader gets a picture of what differentiates Scottish medicine. By comparison, the chapters on the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which lack such contextualization, feel rather old-fashioned. Dingwall focuses on medical practice and is rather reluctant to engage with medical theory, thus missing an opportunity to explore the social and political influences on Archibald Pitcairne\'s iatromathematical ideas or on the physiological thinking of Robert Whytt, Alexander Monro secundus and William Cullen. Overall, the work achieves its objectives---providing a lively introduction to Scotland\'s medical history in its context.
